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With the emergence of sociological and economic change there is increasing attention given to 
governance of children’s spaces in recent years. This paper discusses these changes and how 
they have impacted on, and contributed to, this increased interest. The paper draws on the 
sociology of childhood framework in order to examine how children themselves actively respond 
to and participate in enacting governance within school spaces and also within their own peer 
cultures. It addresses an in-progress study being undertaken to explore young children’s 
everyday interactions within an early childhood setting.  
Introduction 
Enid Blyton’s Famous Five, Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons, J. K. Rowling’s Harry 
Potter—these popular stories have the common thread, whereby children are positioned outside 
the immediate authority of their parents. Such stories appear to have an enduring popularity with 
children. Why? Mayall (2002) suggests that children identify with other children as a social 
group and enjoy stories that give power of independent action to children, in contrast to much of 
everyday life, where they are subject to adult authority. Stories such as these allow children 
access to a world where they are able to enact governance over their lives, without the direct 
influence of adults. They may provide an escape for children whose lives are becoming more 
and more organised by adult imposed rules (Qvortrup, 1994). 
Governance 
The lives of Australian children are seen to be governed increasingly by adult-imposed 
regulation and policies (Farrell & Danby, 2003). In the face of risk, adults develop legislation, 
policies and practices aimed at protecting children’s lives (Beck, 1992; 2000; Farrell, 2004; 
Farrell & Danby, 2003; Farrell, Danby, James & James, 2001; James, Jenks & Prout, 1998). 
Terms such as ‘traffic danger’ and ‘stranger danger’ are emblematic of adult concern for 
children. Such concern is a driving force behind many forms of governance increasingly 
imposed upon children by well-meaning adults (James, Jenks & Prout, 1998). The pervasive 
control of the everyday lives of children can be seen in various child-focused regulatory devices 
in countries such as the United Kingdom (James & James, 2001; James & Prout, 1997) and 
Australia (Farrell, 2004; 2001). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989, 
the British Children Act 1989, Queensland’s Child Protection Act 1999 and the Commission for 
Children and Young People Act 1999 are examples of the focus on child protection and human 
rights both internationally and nationally. These policies and legislation define both the child 
and the government and its agencies in certain ways, which reflect current perspectives of the 
child and society: that is, that children need to be protected. In regard to governance increasing 
in children’s lives, Rose comments: 
 2
Childhood is the most intensively governed sector of personal existence … the focus of 
innumerable projects that purport to safeguard it from physical, sexual and moral 
danger, to ensure its ‘normal’ development. (Rose, in James, Jenks & Prout, 1998, p. 7)  
Governance is defined here as ‘the complex and intersecting systems of regulation that operate 
to show up frames of relevance for children’s everyday participation and active engagement in 
the places of school, home and the community’ (Danby & Farrell, 2002). Systems of regulation 
can be both formal and mandated, such as legislation and policy, or informal and in an everyday 
context, such as family routines. 
Danby and Farrell’s (2002) definition sits alongside other theoretical understandings of 
governance. For example, the term ‘governance’ has been used also in the work of Michel 
Foucault (Foucault, 2000). This notion of governance revolves around issues of power: how we 
manage others and ourselves, and how others manage us. Such studies consider how subjects are 
produced as thinkable and manageable (Ailwood, 2003). A central component of this notion of 
governance is how power relations are manipulated in order to govern and control (Walkerdine, 
2001).  
Governance in this paper, however, refers to the systems of regulation that occur in children’s 
spaces. Moss and Petrie (2002) define children’s spaces as the ‘place for the conduct of local 
politics around issues of childhood’ (p. 41). This paper examines the issue of governance in 
children’s everyday spaces and how children themselves understand and enact governance in 
their everyday lives. 
Sociology of childhood framework 
The term ‘sociology of childhood’ denotes the theoretical understandings of childhood as a 
shifting social construction (James & Prout, 1990). This interpretive frame for understanding the 
early years of life is concerned with children’s socialisation: that is, how they negotiate, share 
and create culture with adults and each other (Corsaro, 1997). In contrast to defining children by 
what they are going to be (a trait of many developmental frameworks), the sociology of 
childhood perspective is interested in the present tense—the experienced now (Corsaro, 1997; 
James & Prout, 1990; Mayall, 2002; Waksler, 1991). Rather than focusing on the progression 
from immaturity to competence, this perspective views children as already active participants 
and competent interpreters of their world (Anderson, Gitz-Johansen & Kampmann, 2002; 
Corsaro, 1997; Corsaro & Schwarz, 1999; Danby, 2002; Danby & Farrell, 2002; Edwards, 2002; 
James & Prout, 1990; Mackay, 1991). 
That children are competent practitioners of their world refers to the way they are able to draw 
upon complicated resources of language and non-verbal interaction in order to interact as 
members of their society (Danby, 1999). Children use such resources so that they can act 
competently within the early childhood classroom; for example, organising and maintaining 
interactional activities and building their own social orders alongside those of adults (Danby, 
1999). Hutchby and Moran-Ellis (1998) enlarge upon this concept, arguing that competence 
refers to children’s ability to manage their social surroundings, to engage in meaningful social 
action within given interactional contexts…children’s manipulation of culturally available 
resources to manage trajectories of interaction, as well as the social impact of other’s actions in 
the setting (Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998, p. 16). 
Childhood, within this frame, is viewed as a social and collective process, whereby children 
enter social systems and establish shared understandings with others upon which they 
continually build (Corsaro & Schwarz, 1999, p. 234). This is a process occurring in children’s 
everyday lives. Childhood is not a universal experience, but socially constructed and unique to 
each child. Children actively participate and produce social worlds and peer cultures, taking 
appropriate information from the adult world to address their own peer concerns. These peer 
cultures are not stages that individual children move through, rather they are produced and 
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participated in by children, embedded in their experiences in their everyday lives (Mayall, 
2002).  
Too frequently, children’s perspectives and the autonomy and creativity of their peer cultures 
(Corsaro, 1997) can be overlooked. Children’s perspectives are rarely heard when policies and 
rules are being formulated which directly involve them, as many policy-makers regard children 
as a ‘minority social group’ (Mayall, 2002, p. 20). Viewed as such, children’s perspectives and 
ideas are often considered to be relatively unimportant and go unheard. Qvortrup (1994) says 
‘most economic and political decisions are made without having children in mind’ (p. 191). 
Decisions that impact on children are frequently taken without considering their own 
perspectives. 
It is also suggested that childhood agency (i.e. children’s ability to be active and competent 
participants) is influenced by understandings of childhood. For example, childhood is often 
viewed as a time where children are in need of protection. This perception affects how children 
act and how they are expected to act. For example, childhood is differentiated from the period of 
adulthood by the requirement that children are to be protected. Such a view has the advantage 
that children are cared for by adults, but also the disadvantage that, because of this protection, 
their social competence is often denied, as is their competence in social participation (Mayall, 
2002). Thus, often children’s views are not sought when policies are formulated that relate 
directly them. An assumption of the sociology of childhood is that children have a right for their 
views to be heard in regard to events that relate to them. 
Governance in children’s lives 
Children are more and more subjects of both overt and covert regulation and governance (James 
& James, 2001). In response to concerns about the safety of children in public and private 
spaces and the risks they may face, adults organise children in a way which gives adults more 
direct control and brings children within their purview (Jenks, 1996; Walkerdine, 2001; Wyness, 
2000). In relation to this, Mayall (1996) comments that, out of school, opportunities for play are 
mediated through adult agendas and the character of adult social worlds—worlds considered too 
dangerous for unsupervised children. Various studies have noted that, because of adult fears, 
school-aged children have little freedom from parental supervision (Hillman, Adams & 
Whitelegg, 1991; Ward, 1990, 1988). There is evidence to suggest that, in recent years, 
children’s mobility has decreased and their autonomy and independence have become more 
limited, because of increased surveillance and regulation imposed upon children by adults 
(Hillman, Adams & Whitelegg, 1991; Ward, 1990; 1988).  
Adults are increasingly controlling children’s spare time by enrolling them in organised 
activities, child care and sporting teams (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2000). Corsaro (1997) 
suggests various reasons for this, such as the lack of time that parents now have for their 
children. He cites a variety of factors, including the decline of the two-parent family, the 
increase of women in the workforce, and greater parental work demands. The result has been a 
structural change in families where children spend more time in non-parent care and an 
increased reliance on childcare centres and after-school programs (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2000; Corsaro, 1997): in programs directly organised and supervised by adults. 
The increase of control in children’s space and time has also been attributed to the fact that, in 
contrast to previous generations, communities and neighbourhoods now remain relatively 
unknown to parents. Corsaro (1997) claims that because of increased work commitments, less 
time spent in the home, and a more transient population, people are often relatively unfamiliar 
with their community. Thus, whereas in the past it was considered safe for children to roam the 
neighbourhood, now it is considered a risky and dangerous space, and parents enrol their 
children in after-school programs rather than leave them in the care of an unknown community 
(Corsaro, 1997). 
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Increased reliance on the media for advice and information is yet another reason for the increase 
in parental control of children’s time and space. In contemporary society, much information 
about the community is gained via the media. Corsaro (1997) notes that ‘dangers are magnified 
and sensationalized by press and media’ (p. 198). Thus, when searching for information about 
their community, parents are often presented with a scene that is risky for children, prompting 
them to control and organise their children’s time in order to protect them from a potentially 
‘dangerous’ community. 
Adults often make decisions regarding what they think is best for children, justified as operating 
within a ‘principle of “care”’ (Jenks, 1996, p. 14). James and Prout (1990) note that ‘all 
judgements about what is desirable for children and how to achieve it are made by parents, by 
teachers, by policy makers, by society—not by the children themselves’ (p. 65). Thus, many 
decisions that are made regarding children do not actually involve the child in the process. 
Instead, adults are viewed as knowing best and children are expected to accept their guidelines.  
Governance in school spaces 
Governance that is imposed upon children in one setting may differ in another. For example, 
parents may have a different view of children’s agency than do school personnel. In a study 
conducted by Mayall (2002), mothers viewed their children as competent in self-care, having 
the right to make decisions and choices, whereas school personnel did not. Supporting this, 
Danby and Farrell (2002) discovered that children reported that school personnel often made 
decisions involving only adults, whereas at home decisions involved both the parents and the 
child.  
Regarding the governance imposed upon children in schools, Saunders (1989, in Mayall, 1996) 
notes that ‘the child is gradually introduced into a culture which appears to reduce choices and 
opportunities for decision-making, problem-solving and active involvement in the classroom’ 
(p. 119). Mayall (1996) comments that children have no say in the running of schools. Indeed, 
quite the opposite—the adults in school are reluctant to share control, and such attention to 
children’s rights would require rethinking the social order that exists in schools (Mayall, 1996). 
Thus, when children enter the schooling system, they enter a system that imposes greater forms 
of governance upon them, over which they have no control.  
One European study shows a different trend. Anderson, Gitz-Johansen and Kampmann (2002), 
in their study The school as a cultural meeting place: Theoretical framing and fragments for 
understanding ethnicity in late-modern schools, suggest that new modes of regulation are 
diffusing through institutions and organisations such as schools. These modes of regulation put 
emphasis on children’s abilities to be self-regulating, establishing self-control as central to 
competencies in school performance. This study was conducted over three years in two 
compulsory schools near Copenhagen, a kindergarten class and a third grade class, during recess 
and after-school institutions. Findings indicated that children are now expected to take 
responsibility for their own wellbeing and that of their classmates, through assessing each 
other’s actions and their impact. 
The study found that children are being governed in order to act in accord to what is expected in 
school (Andersen, Gitz-Johansen & Kampmann, 2002). For example, children learn that play 
occurs in designated spaces; that certain styles of play which may be appropriate for the 
playground are not permissible within the structured educational ‘play’ of the classroom (James, 
Jenks & Prout, 1998). Thus, childhood space imposes limits upon children that serve to regulate 
and control the child’s body, mind and actions. According to Anderson, Gitz-Johansen and 
Kampmann (2002), this new form of control and organisation is becoming a dominant feature of 
practice in schools. 
Schools, like local communities, can no longer be considered safe havens for children. Instead, 
they are seen as risky spaces in need of regulation. Zinnecker comments: 
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Children’s area of action is increasingly and qualitatively narrowed. The life world of 
children is more and more taken into protected rooms, sealed from the natural world, 
and limited from other age groups’ action arenas. (Qvortrup, 1994, p. 195) 
Examples of this can be seen in the increased supervision of children during school lunch breaks 
and arrival and departure times. Now children are to be supervised at all times; it considered too 
risky for them to be left without adult protection. 
There are concerns that the cost of such protection is the loss of children’s control over their 
own lives and freedom to have new experiences (Corsaro, 1997; Jenks, 1996). Increased 
monitoring and regulation mean a reduction in opportunities for children to be relatively free 
from adult control (James & James, 2001). Hence, the issue of governance is an important one. 
Children deal with governance in their everyday spaces through peer cultures 
One way that children deal with governance in their everyday lives is through their peer 
cultures. By engaging in peer interaction, children actively construct a world around themselves 
filled with their own rules, rituals and principles of conflict resolution (Danby & Baker, 1998; 
Corsaro & Streeck, 1986; Mayall, 1996). Children’s life-worlds and social development are 
dramatically affected when they spend more time with peers and enter into a peer culture 
(Corsaro, 1985). 
Arguably, children are not passive in the process of governance. Children do not see themselves 
as outside society, but as entwined with others (Mayall, 1996). Alanen and Mayall (2001) 
emphasise that children are participants in, as well as outcomes of, social relations. Indeed, 
children’s agency can be seen in the ways they seek to control and organise their use of time and 
space. Agency is theorised as children being active participants in, rather than passive occupants 
of, social and institutional structures with which they engage (Farrell & Danby, 2003; James, 
Jenks & Prout, 1998). Mayall (2002) notes that children are not only social actors (taking part in 
relationships) but also active agents, negotiating and interacting in ways that influence people 
and relationships around them. While children may have less experience than adults, they 
seriously engage with moral issues and contribute to constructing social order (Danby, 2002; 
Mayall, 2002).  
Play, often a shared feature of peer culture, is not simply a reproduction of the adult world. 
Rather, children grasp and extend features of the adult world within their own world (Corsaro, 
1985). Peer interaction in play is important in helping the child to grapple with concepts that 
may emerge through their interaction with adults, such as issues of governance. Corsaro (1997) 
notes: ‘children create and participate in their own unique peer cultures by taking of appropriate 
information from the adult world to address their own concerns’ (p. 18). One way that children 
use information acquired from interactions with adults is role-play (Corsaro, 1985). Corsaro’s 
study of children’s status alignments in role-play found that children use language to exert 
authority and that they have clear conceptions of status as power. He (1985) notes that children 
internalised the superordinate adult–child relationships and, during role-play, they produced 
behaviour consistent with their conception of status expectations associated with these positions. 
It appears that many elements of peer culture and play originate from perceptions of, and 
reactions to, children’s experiences in the adult world (Corsaro, 1985). 
Adult fears for children’s safety may be played out in children’s peer cultures. For example, 
most parents explain to their children the dangers of getting lost. Corsaro (1985) comments that 
children often enact lost-found themes. In a sense, these role-plays provide children with the 
opportunity to directly confront and attempt to cope with such situations without experiencing 
the actual risks and dangers of being lost in the real world. Children also act out danger-rescue 
themes. Corsaro (1985) notes that they sense that danger is something that happens to children, 
that they are concerned about this, and that they view danger as something which can occur at 
any time. Thus, within their peer cultures, children address many issues that are presented to 
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them by the adult world. Through these peer cultures, children make persistent attempts to gain 
control of their lives. Corsaro (1997) comments that ‘children take adults’ disapproving 
reactions into their peer routine and embed them into their shared peer culture in role play … 
many peer play routines directly challenge adult authority’ (p. 131). Thus, it seems that children 
may reproduce, manipulate and challenge governance through peer interactions. 
Sets of behaviours that contradict or challenge the official regulations of a social institution are 
termed an ‘underlife’ (Corsaro, 1997, p.133). An underlife exists alongside, and in reaction to, 
organisational rules that impinge on the autonomy of children (Corsaro, 1997). While children 
generally submit to adult imposed regulations, at times, they do seek and use ‘“holes” in the 
adult structure to create activities of their own’ (Gracey, 1972, p. 253). Mayall (1994) suggests 
that children may not only question adult rules and regulations but also ‘act to resist, oppose, or 
find ways through gaps in adult ideologies, institutions and structures’ (p. 5). Such resistance 
often reflects the children’s desire to gain control over their lives. When children are subjected 
to regulations they perceive as arbitrary or unfair, they may develop a sense of shared injustice 
and proceed to develop strategies of resistance. These strategies are normally produced in ways 
easily recognisable to peers (such as making faces behind the teacher’s back). Children also 
develop tactics to evade rules; for example, using objects (such as a toy gun) in ways not 
intended (Alanen & Mayall, 2001; Corsaro & Schwarz, 1999). 
Children also impose systems of regulation upon themselves in their peer cultures. Corsaro 
(1997) found that resistance to adult-imposed rules led to the development of a group identity, 
which in turn led to the emergence of new sub-groups and status hierarchies within the sub-
groups. Children organise themselves in ways they can govern themselves and each other. 
Indeed, the social order of the classroom is constantly being negotiated and renegotiated as 
children interact and regulate each other (Danby & Baker, 1998). Through peer culture and 
interaction, children develop social skills and knowledge to create and maintain social order, in 
a sense to govern their life-worlds (Corsaro, 1985). The increase of adult imposed governance of 
young children’s spaces could well be reflected in children’s peer cultures and interactions. 
An in-progress study 
In response to this, an in-progress study conducted by Cobb is examining the question of 
children enacting governance in their everyday spaces in a preparatory year classroom. This 
study is based on the sociology of childhood framework and focuses on in-depth analysis of 
video-recorded data of children’s naturally occurring interactions within a classroom setting. 
The analysis of the data uses the ethnomethodological methods of conversation analysis and 
membership categorisation (Heritage, 1984; Sacks, 1992) in order to explore how children enact 
governance. The strategies the children utilise in order to effectively impose governance upon 
their peers and the space around them are also examined. 
As children’s spaces are increasingly governed, how are the children themselves affected and 
how do they, in turn, enact governance? This in-progress study aims to respond to this dramatic 
rise in the governance of children’s spaces and highlight its impact on the everyday lives and 
spaces of young children, while examining how children, as active and competent participants, 
enact governance within these spaces. 
Preliminary findings indicated that the children in the preparatory year setting use a variety of 
strategies:  
• manipulating materials and places so as to regulate each other’s actions in the 
interactive play space; 
• developing or drawing on adult and child-formulated rules and social orders of the 
classroom in order to control and govern their peers’ interactions; 
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• using verbal and non-verbal language to regulate the actions of those around them; and 
• creating membership categories to exclude or include others and thereby govern the 
behaviour of members in the area.  
For example, the children constructed the category of ‘owner’ as one way of justifying, and thus 
controlling, the number of toy cars they could have in their pile on the mat, even when they 
were no longer players in that area. The child-constructed social order of ‘owning cars’ then 
became a more powerful category of ordering the play space than that of the teacher-constructed 
social order of sharing. Even within the classroom space framed by the teacher, the children 
were able to create their own social spaces and accompanying social orders (Gracey, 1972).  
The children were able to govern their peers’ movements by creating certain places where they 
could store their claimed cars, such as the toy petrol station. Such places became out-of-bounds 
to other players and could only be used to store the claimant’s cars. By claiming ownership of 
materials and places, the children then could control who had access to these and they had the 
right to deny access to other players, thereby controlling the interactive play space (Whalen, 
1995). In this way, the children enacted governance over particular places and materials, as well 
as governing the actions of their fellow players in relation to these places and materials. 
This study illustrates that children are not passive in the process of governance—through their 
peer cultures young children actively and competently enact governance. The participants of the 
study also demonstrated awareness of how to use adult-imposed governance, such as teacher 
authority and classroom rules, to their advantage and to increase their own power and efficiency 
in regulating peers and play spaces. These findings are significant for educators to consider as 
they explicate the complex social orders that children can co-construct in an early childhood 
classroom.  
Conclusion 
Due to a variety of sociological and economic changes, parents view schools and communities 
as risky spaces for children. This has resulted in an increase in the control of young children’s 
space and time. Children, though, are not passive recipients, but develop strategies of actively 
dealing with governance of their space and enacting governance within their peer cultures, a 
phenomenon that the in-progress study is examining. As governance continues to become a 
prominent feature in the spaces of young children, its impact on their everyday lives cannot be 
disregarded. Rather, the issue of how children themselves are responding to and, in turn, 
enacting governance needs to be addressed in future research.  
Examining this issue using the sociology of childhood perspective enables practitioners to fully 
appreciate children as competent and active in dealing with governance within their everyday 
interactions, and can raise practitioners’ awareness of how children’s lives are impacted on by 
regulatory measures. It can help those who work with young children to increase their 
knowledge of children’s complex social worlds. 
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